The entries consist of a short synopsis or poster (up to 2,000 words) written by the student, together with a citation, written by the lecturer, describing the student's degree, the student's attainment within the degree, including the likely degree award, and other comments. The likely degree is a little superfluous, as entries are only expected from those heading for a First, and the standard of those submitted shows that others are unlikely to reach it. The criteria assessed at this stage are: technical depth, level of achievement, creativity, quality of synopsis and quality of candidate (based on the lecturer's citation). On this basis, a short-list of three was produced. Interviews were held Thursday 21 September 2006, followed that evening by the Gala Dinner and Presentation Ceremony, in the Royal Courts of Justice. The three short-listed candidates were interviewed, to enable the judges to understand the students' projects and achievements, as well as the students' overall capabilities. An additional criterion appears at this stage: that of selecting the candidate "most likely to make the best ambassador for the discipline".
The three short-listed candidates were:
Christian Groh (University of Leeds) Sharp error estimates for the numerical solution of Fredholm integral equations of the second kind;
Ruth Jenni (University of Durham) p-extensions of local fields;
Gabriel Keeble-Gagnère (Imperial College London) Simple groups.
Given the quality of all of the submissions, it will hardly come as a surprise that the judges were very impressed with all three candidates and had some difficulty in choosing the final winner. After a significant debate, the winner of the Best Mathematics Student award was Gabriel Keeble-Gagnère. A bonus for the MSOR community was Gabriel's subsequent winning also of the overall best student award, the GKN Award for the Science, Engineering & Technology Student of the Year. As a result, MSOR also has the award for the Lecturer of the Year: Dr Lynda White of Imperial College London.
The judges, nominated by the IMA and LMS, were: Alan Camina, University of East Anglia; Neil Challis, Sheffield Hallam University; Nigel Steele, Coventry University; and David Stirling, University of Reading.
Lessons learned? The first and most important is that MSOR can compete successfully with the rest. Some may have worried that the titles of the projects in MSOR might appear somewhat technical, or even unintelligible, to outsiders, but be assured that the rest of science and technology can produce titles just as obscure as we can. More importantly the exercise shows that we can produce enthusiastic, articulate students as well as anyone.
The projects were of an advanced standard, in many cases material that would not usually be accessible to a student on a typical three-year programme, although it is noticeable that some students simply read up the necessary background, sometimes a great deal of it, to reach the desired level. Nor is a joint degree a drawback: Gabriel Keeble-Gagnère studied a joint Mathematics and Computer Science degree, but produced an extensive project in advanced pure mathematics, so it can be done. The range of possible projects involving mathematics or its manifold applications is huge and all of us have students who can reach the required standard for the projects. The additional requirements to win, after producing an outstanding project, rely on the students' personal characteristics and their combination with the excellence of the project does indeed narrow the field, as it must in other subjects, but we all have potential winners from time to time.
Your students should be competing!
The SET Awards, 2006 -David S. G. Stirling
